B
y 1990, one out of every three families in America was headed by a single parent. India is, at the close of the millennium, in the process of catching up. Ask anyone in your family to name a single-parent family, and each member will offer at least one example.
Most single-parent homes today are headed by women. Women who have been divorced, widowed, abandoned, or who have chosen to walk out. Women whose husbands are working in another city or country and visit only two or three times a year. More rarely, women who choose to adopt or have a child despite being single. Women, thus, who bring up families alone.
The U.S., says Marianne Walters in The Invisible Web: Gender Patterns in Family Relationships (1988) , tends to believe children of female-headed, singleparent families are always troubled, disruptive, and unhappy. Despite evidence to the contrary, this protects the myth that only a two-parent household can produce children who can grow up to be balanced, productive adults.
In India, we are less unkind. Somewhere, the single mother is still viewed with a compassionate eye. We stop to marvel at the way young Mrs. L, whose husband ran off with his secretary, has learnt to cope; at the fact that she rides a scooter now, and drops her daughter to school before going off to her workplace. We make doleful faces at the plight of
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by Sathya Saran poor Mrs. R, widowed with two children, and we wonder how she makes ends meet on her single salary. Single mothers are seen as more overworked, harassed, and psychotic than mothers in 'complete families,' though the converse may well be true. In fact, single mothers have a clear line of authority, and once they have met with and coped with their chosen or imposed single status, they do a great job of buckling down to being chief provider, cheerleader, army major, and odd-job woman, all in one. At least, as one single mom put it, "I know I am in charge, and I don't have to pretend I am not."
But women who head households in India do ride the seesaw. "Getting an electrician or a plumber to set a problem right can be a pain," a Mombai company executive says. "I juggle six-figure accounts at work; but to the plumber, I'm just another woman who can't fix a leaking faucet or a pipe. Either he will try to rip me off or I will have to sweet-talk him into giving me his ear so I can explain the problem." "I had to fight for my rights as a parent in my son's school," Ambuja Patwardham, a cost accountant, says. "It's tough explaining that I am the father, too." "Society has to evolve to take in woman-headed families," Rita Verma of Bangalore adds. "Women are game to the challenge, but everyone tries so hard to put them in their place. T he issue of families consisting of a father, mother, and child is almost a myth. Now, more than ever, we are seeing a generation of single-parent households. Most of them are the result of divorce, death, abandonment, or separation.
Separation and divorce
Although there are no statistics on divorces in Kenya, it is well known that spouses are separating because of various reasons, high among them, domestic violence. In Kenya, the percentage of marriages dissolved through separation, divorce, or death among women ages 40-49 in 1989 was 24.2 percent. The number has increased over the last 10 years.
Separation or divorce, especially in Africa, may stigmatise a mother, reducing her social status and shrinking her support network in cases where her community members or her ex-partner's kin reject her.
Widowhood
Given that women usually have a higher life expectancy than men, and that women are usually younger-sometimes considerably younger-than the men they marry, a far greater proportion of women than men will be left without a spouse.
In less developed countries like ours, where spousal age differences are traditionally large (7-10 years), widows are often left with dependent children.
Widowhood can have serious financial consequences for women who may lose property as well as spousal income when their husbands die. In much of subSingle Parents: The Changing Face of the Family* Adapted by Eunice N. Mathu Saharan Africa, widows often do not inherit from their husbands. After death, it is not uncommon for his kin to take away all of his key possessions.
Polygamy and multiple unions
Polygamy is recognised traditionally as a legal institution. Polygamous men in positions of influence and relative wealth often contract second and third marriages with women who are much younger than they are. The percentage of women 35-39 years in polygamous unions in Kenya in 1988/89 was 25 percent.
Social norms and legal systems that encourage or do not censure men's multiple sexual partners are likely to leave many of the women who become mothers through such unions economically vulnerable. Few men have sufficient wealth to adequately support multiple families and invest equally in each mate and her offspring, yet men continue to father children with multiple partners, often late into their lives.
Non-marital childbearing
Within the universe of mother-supported families, those that spring from early unplanned childbearing are arguably the most socially marginalised. Unprotect-ed early sexual activity often robs a girl of her childhood, impoverishes her adulthood and compromises the future of her children. As unmarried, adolescent mothers are likely to have less education, low (if any) income, and an uncertain claim on the father's earnings (if he has any), their prospects are often grim. Mothers, Fathers, and Children, Judith Bruce, Cynthia B. Lloyd, et al. (New York: The Population Council, 1995) .
*Adapted from Families in Focus: New Perspectives on

Some of the best supported single mothers are those with migrant husbands.
Bonds between unmarried, pregnant, adolescent women and the fathers of their children-to-be are typically weak. Even when an unplanned pregnancy leads to marriage, the union is often unstable.
Rural-urban migration
Labour migration may lead to de facto single parenthood for a mother whose migrant husband is absent for extended periods. In regions where migration flows are increasing, single parenthood may be common.
While some of the best supported single mothers are those with migrant husbands or male kin who send back remittances on a steady basis, for many mothers and children, the benefits of male migration are illusory. Men (and women) may initially leave home to earn wages for the family's benefit, but their commitment to sending money home, or the practical possibility of doing so, sometimes fades.
Even repeated day-or week-long absences can weaken mothers' and children's claims to the fathers' earnings.
Men's role in single parenthood
When one looks at the causes of single parenthood, the picture is clear that most women are faced with the tough responsibility of taking care of the children that arise from marital or non-marital unions. While women's lives have been characterised primarily in terms of motherhood, men's lives have been characterised largely without reference to fatherhood.
A father's involvement with his children is often influenced by the state of the father-mother relationship, notably the strength and exclusivity of the bond, and by the family's living arrangements. Some men see parenting and marriage as part of the same bargain. It is as if they stop being fathers as soon as the marriage is over. s L ife expectancy among men in Kenya is lower than that of women. This fact, coupled with the AIDS epidemic, has led to women being left behind as single parents when their children are still young.
The case of 34-year-old Veronica (not her real name) whose husband succumbed to AIDS six months ago and left her with three children is common in Kenya. After 13 years of marriage, Veronica thought that her future with her husband was a rosy one and that they would live long enough to see their own grandchildren. The shock that her husband would die young and leave her a widow came in 1997 when she was pregnant with their last child. Her husband had been diagnosed with HIV but had not told her.
For the last two-and-a-half years, Veronica has battled the thought that she herself was HIV positive. But she has now undergone two tests that have both been negative. Her last child, who was born one-and-a-half years ago, is also healthy.
Although Veronica has a steady job, she feels that it is not enough to bring up her children. Her expenses have doubled since she now has to move out of the company house that they had occupied when her husband was alive. In addition, her eldest daughter is about to enter secondary school.
"I cannot rely on my salary alone. I need to invest in something on the side to supplement what I earn," she says.
Veronica counts herself lucky that she was able to plan ahead and secure her husband's assets for the future of their children before he died. Most women are not so lucky. They end up having to fight with their in-laws for their husband's property.
Veronica wants to see her children grow into healthy and responsible adults. She is amazed at how much her children know about AIDS. She advises parents, single and married alike, never to take their children for granted however young they may be. s Parents, Kenya November, 1999 She was able to plan ahead and secure her husband's assets.
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